Introduction
In a scene excised from The Years (1937) , Virginia Woolf describes a group of passengers sitting on the London Tube in 1914, desperate for news of the war. 'Three British Cruisers Sunk', they read, and they scramble through the newspaper, looking for more information. But there is no more news, only 'items': triplets born, strawberries picked, 'that was all'.
1 Twenty years after the event, Woolf remembers the First World War as a time of darkness and silence in which no one, including the combatants, knew what was going on nor why they were involved.
2 Whole nations found themselves bearing witness to events they did not understand and, by and large, could not see. Writing in 1915, Freud remarked that he was standing too close to the war to see it properly.
3 As time passed, many writers struggled to express what they had seen-or not seen-in the event that was to shape the history of the entire twentieth century. This is a study of the relationship between modernist fiction, the First World War, and cultural history. It explores the ways in which writing attempted to bear witness to the trauma of the war and its consequences. All the works I will discuss are concerned with the distinction between witnessing and seeing, and they worry about how one is placed in relation to a history one has lived through and not seen, or seen only partially, through a fog of ignorance, fear, confusion, and lies.
4 This question troubled combatants as well as civil-ians, and the chapters of this book read across a range of writings: by soldiers and nurses (Barbusse, Blunden, Remarque, Borden, Manning, and others) and civilians such as Woolf, HD, Lawrence, Kipling, and Faulkner. While the discussion focuses on literature produced in Britain during and after the war, it also looks at fiction from other countries which was influential in Britain: the best-selling soldiers' narratives of Barbusse (Under Fire, 1916) and Remarque (All Quiet on the Western Front, 1929), and Soldiers' Pay (1926) , William Faulkner's first novel which appeared in Britain in 1930 and was championed as a war novel by Arnold Bennett. I am interested in the ways in which the different writings interact, and how they take up ideas which circulated in other, non-literary writings-in politics, medicine, psychoanalysis, propaganda, and in the newspapers. One aim of this study is to rethink the ways we read modernism. The term itself is imprecise and much contested, yet it remains a useful description of the writings which were self-consciously avantgarde or attempting to extend the possibilities of literary form in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
1 The formal and theoretical aspects of modernism have been closely analysed, but its place within the history of its own time has received surprisingly little attention. Rarely is the fiction of Woolf or Lawrence read alongside the war memoirs of returned soldiers such as Blunden or Graves. Yet modernists and war writers reviewed one another's books, and war writings were discussed in avant-garde journals such as the Little Review and the Egoist. Reading them together, the distinction between 'modernism' and 'war writing' starts to dissolve-and was by no means clear at the time-and modernism after 1914 begins to look like a peculiar but significant form of war writing. Eric Hobsbawm has argued that we cannot understand the events at the end of the twentieth century unless we know about its beginnings. This applies to literary history as well as to politics and international relations. The literature of the early twentieth century, both modernist and non-modernist, helps us to think about how cultures imagined themselves in this period of specific crisis. In Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, J. M. Winter points out that the war was commemorated in many different ways, many of which look back to nineteenthcentury traditions, and not forwards or sideways to 'modernism'. Yet there is more dialogue between modernism and other cultural activities of the period than Winter allows for in his argument. What interests me are the ways in which the literature, including modernism, actively engages with other acts of commemoration, memory, and analysis of the war.
1 Gillian Beer has shown that Woolf's modernism does not efface her predecessors so much as argue with them; this book seeks to show that Woolf and other modernists were arguing with their own present, too.
2 Modernist fiction often engages in lively debate with ideas and arguments taking place elsewhere in society, including in the newspapers. As Stan Smith has pointed out, even a writer as supposedly conservative and backward-looking as T. S. Eliot was responding to the political events around him. Smith demonstrates that The Waste Land has a good deal to say about the peace settlements and revolutions of 1919-21.
1
War, like writing, shapes perception. For Gertrude Stein, the Great War made modernism readable; it 'created the completed recognition of the contemporary composition'.
2 Modernism, like other writings of the period, attempts to make the war 'readable' and to write it into history. The First World War is often perceived as a complete break with the past. Yet it also represented a kind of imaginative continuity. Stein believed she had been conscious of war all her life. From the age of six to sixteen, this consciousness came not from experience, but from reading. 'During these years there was no war and if there was it was not any war of mine. But of course there was history, and there were novels historical novels and so there was in a way war all the time.'
3 Reading about war brought Stein a lot of pleasure, and in Wars I Have Seen (1945) she meditates on the place of war in the fantasy lives of civilians. Throughout her childhood and adolescence, she writes, there was no war 'outside of me' but it existed powerfully in her imagination. 'What is there inside in one that makes one know all about war' (9) she wonders. The answer, perhaps, is literature: 'as an omnivorous reader naturally there was a great deal of war'; reading brought 'romantic war', 'not to believe in but to dream ' (9, 15) .
How did people imagine themselves in a period of 'total war'? Did gender make a difference, or was gender itself perceived differently? This topic has been addressed by a number of studies of women's writings of the First World War.
4 But gender is only one aspect of subjectivity and of writing, and this book tries to develop a broader view. As I have argued elsewhere, we should perhaps be concerned that gender has become, paradoxically, rather a depoliticised focus for reading our culture and its history. It does not seem helpful to treat gender as the final point of inquiry, as if it provided the answers to questions about the war. We might also ask ourselves what we do not see when we focus upon gender and whether we need to question our critical assumptions rather more rigorously. 1 This study reads writings by women and men; pro-and anti-war writers; civilians, combatants, and a civilian who pretended to have been in combat. I am not trying to produce a taxonomy of war writings, nor to make a case for 'women's writing' or 'men's writing'; I am increasingly convinced that this kind of categorising obscures more than it illuminates. The works I discuss are preoccupied with questions of who has seen what, and how one is positioned in relation to war's trauma. Who is witness, and what is it that has been witnessed? Who has the right to speak, to oppose the war or to support it? How does the war affect the ways people think about their bodies, fragile in the face of modern weaponry? These concerns often far outweigh questions of gender or sexual difference.
This book focuses on narratives of the First World War and asks what happens to narrative when people find themselves surrounded by propaganda, bogus statistics, and inaccurate news stories. This was a condition experienced by all writers of the period, many of whom were also propagandists. 2 The writings show signs of anxiety as writers face the fact that stories have been mobilised by all sides for the war effort; narrative, along with other forms of representation, is enlisted to prolong and justify mass slaughter. This is true of all wars, of course, but it reached a new level of intensity in the First World War when propaganda was organised 'scientifically' for the first time, especially in Britain. Widespread literacy made it easier to spread lies. This was a matter for concern during and after the First World War and remains a problem in wartime right up to the present day. It also raised serious questions about democracy, accountability, and the possibility of rational decision-making. Modernism was never simply a celebration of the technologies of representation; nor of other technologies, notwithstanding the enthusiasms of the Futurists. The writings are often anxious about the uses to which representations and technology are put, from the newspapers which lie about the war to a vast readership to the development of new weapons technology-poison gas, aerial bombing, the tank. Literary history, perhaps understandably, has never shown much interest in military hardware. But such objects sometimes occupy an important place in politics and culture. Like narratives, they can turn into cultural artefacts which, as Frederic Jameson points out, are always 'socially symbolic acts'.
1 Chapter 5 tries to understand what happened when a major new weapon was invented during the First World War, taking as its example the tank. How was it presented to the civilian public? What cultural significance did it have? The chapter provides a short cultural history of the tank, a highly visible new military object which was one of the few inventions of the war to be developed first in Britain. Its military value at the time was rather doubtful, but its cultural significance was immense. The tank was mobilised in a vigorous propaganda campaign in Britain in the latter part of the war, and the chapter traces the astonishing variety of representations and stories which surrounded it. The campaigns around the tank raised troubling questions about technology, democracy, and human agency; this too was part of the political and cultural con- text in which the writers were working, and to which their writing responds.
The book is in three parts. Part I examines the problem of bearing witness to the war which emerges in the writing of HD (Hilda Doolittle), Kipling, and Ford Madox Ford. All three writers were concerned, in different ways, with the trauma of war, and with how they were placed in relation to its events. HD and Kipling were civilians with relatives at the front;
1 Ford was a soldier. The war continued to be a source of anguish long after it had ended, and all three writers tried to express the mental suffering it caused for civilians as well as for soldiers. This took some strange forms, most notoriously in Kipling's 'Mary Postgate ' (1915) , a story of a woman who seems to take sadistic pleasure in witnessing the death of an airman. As the man dies, Mary feels 'an increasing rapture'. 'She ceased to think. She gave herself up to feel. […] She leaned forward and listened, smiling. There could be no mistake. She closed her eyes and drank it in.' 2 The story has been interpreted in many ways and has even been treated as sociological evidence that women took pleasure in men's suffering.
3 But 'Mary Postgate' is not about a real event; Kipling made it up. The story is interesting precisely because it is not true. It indicates some of the ways in which the war was imagined in 1915, and hints at the perverse fantasies which might circulate among civilians.
This part of the book also looks at two acute problems which developed during the war: the emergence of war neurosis (popularly known as shell shock) and the widespread use of propaganda, reading the literature against the medical, political, and journalistic writings which addressed these matters at the time.
Part II examines the ways in which bodies are represented in writings of the First World War, looking at narratives of soldiers and nurses alongside the work of two non-combatants, D. H. Lawrence and William Faulkner. Like every war, the First World War produced specific kinds of physical injury, and chapter 3 traces how these are represented by writers who saw and imagined terrible sights produced by the new technologies of war. The combatants' narratives attempt to write a kind of history of the war, but what also emerges is their interest in the war as a place of fantasy. History and fantasy meet in unsettling ways around the image of the injured soldier, and chapter 4 examines representations of soldiers who return from the war with visible injuries-figures which are used in the writings to rethink the meaning of bodily difference. These are analysed alongside Freud's theorising of sexual difference from the same period, and the chapter argues that we need to pay closer attention to the historical context within which Freud was writing.
Part III is concerned with the political consequences of the war, and traces the anxieties which arise around agency, responsibility, and notions of citizenship in Britain during and after the war. Chapter 5 examines these matters in the writings and representations which surrounded the tank. Chapter 6 takes Woolf's Mrs Dalloway, one of the most 'aesthetic' of modernist novels, and asks what it has to say about its historical moment. The chapter argues that the novel is partly a satire on certain aspects of the postwar settlements and on British domestic politics in the early 1920s. The book also raises questions about what is remembered, and what forgotten, both at the time and in subsequent readings. Our inability to see the history and politics at work in much modernist writing is itself a perplexing question for our own time.
War neurotics
In August 1914, the expatriate modernist poet HD learned that she was pregnant.
1 In May 1915, the baby was stillborn-killed, HD believed, by the Great War. Shortly before the birth, HD had been shocked by the news that the passenger ship Lusitania had been sunk with 1,200 civilian casualties. Whether medically true or not, HD's view that the war indirectly killed her child is a significant and by no means unusual response. It suggests a direct relationship between violent public events and the private lives of civilians during wartime. For HD, civilians, like soldiers, could suffer from crippling war neuroses-an idea which recurs throughout her war writing. Her fiction raises compelling questions about how civilians are placed as witnesses to, or victims of, war's trauma. Similar questions arise in the writing of Rudyard Kipling, and I will discuss 'Mary Postgate' at the end of the chapter.
Is HD's view of her lost child specifically a woman's response to the Great War, or a feminist protest that the violence of the war has permeated even the most private of spaces, to the unborn child in the womb? Perhaps, yet HD's work resists precisely this kind of rigid gendering. Rather, she explores the peculiar effects of trauma on both women and men, and the uneven ways in which the war penetrates civilian society. She does this through her representations of war neurosis: a disorder usually associated with soldiers, and commonly, if
